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PRINTERS  are  supposed,  for  many  years  back, 
previous  to  the  development  of  the  modern  cost¬ 
finding  system,  to  have  estimated  printing  in  a  hit  or  miss 
fashion,  with  little  knowledge  of  the  real  costs  involved. 
In  view  of  this  very  general  assumption,  I  was  interested 
to  run  across  a  rare  French  manual  on  printing,  published 
in  Paris  during  1791,  which  devotes  considerable  attention 
to  the  economic  aspects  of  the  art. 

The  volume  was  written  by  S.  Boulard,  “printer  and 
bookseller,”  and  published  under  the  title  of  Le  Manuel 
de  V  Imprimeur.  Its  sub-title  in  translation  reads:  “A 
work  useful  to  all  who  wish  to  become  familiar  with  the 
equipment,  prices,  and  management  of  this  interesting 
art;  and  to  anyone  who  wishes  to  establish  a  printing 
office.” 

In  format  the  volume  is  an  octavo,  printed  on  hand 
made  paper,  the  sheets  of  which  are  rather  uneven  in 
shape  and  size.  The  press  impression  is  unusually  heavy. 
My  own  copy  of  the  book  is  still  in  its  original  binding, 
boards  covered  with  most  attractive  marbled  paper.  The 
volume  is  made  up  of  100  pages  of  arabic  numbering,  plus 
one  leaf  for  the  title  and  another  for  the  half-title. 

The  costs  of  equipment  and  the  rates  of  wages  paid  to 
the  printers  are  a  little  difficult  to  relate  to  present  day 
standards  because  of  the  change  in  the  buying  power  of 
money.  Boulard  deals  with  expense  in  terms  of  livres  and 
sous.  The  livre  is  equivalent  as  currency  to  the  present 
day  French  franc.  The  sou  is  one-twentieth  of  a  livre  or 
franc  and  equivalent  to  five  centimes. 

On  the  basis  of  pre-war  standards  of  exchange  the  franc 
was  worth  about  twenty  cents  and  the  sou  about  one  cent. 
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For  the  convenience  of  the  reader  I  will,  therefore,  trans¬ 
late  the  costs  into  American  currency  on  this  basis.  I 
might  observe  further  that  my  own  explanatory  notes, 
during  the  course  of  translated  passages,  will  be  enclosed 
in  square  brackets. 

In  a  chapter  headed  “Expense  of  establishing  a  printing 
office”  Boulard  writes  as  follows:  “After  having  named 
all  the  items  making  up  the  equipment  of  a  printing 
office,  and  after  having  given  a  description  of  them  and 
noted  the  manner  of  their  use,  it  remains  to  indicate  the 
needed  quantities  of  each  article,  and  the  cost.  This  will 
correct  the  opinions  of  those  who  have  an  exaggerated 
idea  of  the  cost  of  such  an  enterprise,  and,  on  the  other 
hand,  will  restrain  those  who  might  be  led  to  risk,  with 
insufficient  funds,  an  undertaking  which  they  would  soon 
be  forced  to  abandon  at  considerable  loss.” 

The  author  makes  his  computation  on  the  basis  of  an 
office  with  two  presses,  assuming  such  a  plant  to  be  of  the 
size  which  the  average  man  would  wish  to  start.  He  lists 
the  following  essential  equipment: 

Litres  Sous  Dollars 


200  lbs.  of  Gros  Canon  type  [44  point],  at  16  sous .  160  ..  $32.00 

300  lbs.  of  Petit  Canon  type  [28  point],  at  18  sous  .  .  .  .  270  ..  54.00 

400  lbs.  of  Petit  Paragon  [20  point],  or  Gros  Romain  type  [18 

point],  at  22  sous .  440  ..  88.00 

600  lbs.  of  Saint-Augustin  type  [14  point],  at  24  sous  .  .  780  ..  156.00 

1,000  lbs.  of  Cicero  type  [12  point],  at  30  sous .  1,500  ..  300.00 

600  lbs.  of  Petit  Romain  type  [10  point],  at  40  sous  .  .  .  1,200  ..  240.00 

300  lbs.  of  Petit-Texte  type  [8  point],  at  3  livres  ....  900  ..  180.00 

Decorations  {vignettes)  36  lbs,  at  40  sous .  72  ..  14.40 

Wood  type,  decorations,  florets  and  tail  pieces .  50  . .  10.00 

Two  line  capitals  [initial  letters]  on  all  bodies,  100  lbs.,  at 

average  price  of  25  sous .  125  ..  25.00 

Quads  and  spaces  for  the  above .  .  .... 

Double  filets,  simple  filets,  and. filets  anglais,  50  lbs.,  at  40  sous  100  ..  20.00 

LeSds,  300  lbs.,  at  20  sous .  300  . .  60.00 

Twenty  pairs  of  cases,  at  6  livres .  120  ..  24.00 

Five  banks  of  frames  for  the  cases  provided  with  shelves,  at 

20  livres,  complete  .  100  ..  20.00 

Ten  pairs  of  octavo  chases,  at  20  livres .  200  . .  40.00 

Four  pairs  of  folio  chases,  at  1 8  livres .  72  ..  14.40 

Twelve  job  chases  of  varying  size,  figured  at  7  livres  apiece  .  84  16.80 

Wood  furniture  for  lock-up .  72  ..  I4.40 
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Quoins,  shooting-sticks,  wood  composing  sticks,  described  in 

detail  in  Article  I,  Chapter  V . 

Galleys . 

Two  imposing  stones  with  a  capacity  of  one  sheet  each,  with¬ 
out  drawers  . 

Two  presses  of  standard  type,  at  500  livres  each . 

Six  friskets,  at  6  livres,  ink  slab,  expense  for  skins  for  ink  balls 

and  tympans,  etc . 

Two  bases  (or  frames)  for  the  presses,  at  9  livres . 

Four  blankets,  at  12  livres  each  . 

Wool  [to  stuff  the  ink  balls],  16  lbs.,  at  36  sous . 

Ink,  8  lbs.,  at  32  sous  . 

Wetting  troughs  [for  paper]  and  lye  troughs  [for  cleaning 
forms],  a  pail*  and  other  equipment  described  in 
detail  in  Article  II,  Chapter  VI,  estimated  at  1 8  livres 

Wetting  boards,  4  pairs,  at  10  livres . 

Drying  poles . 

Wetting  boards  for  i2mo.,  a  dozen,  at  40  sous . 

Shelves  for  the  above . 


Livres 

Sous 

Dollars 

3° 

#  m 

6.00 

80 

•• 

16.00 

100 

m  . 

20.00 

1,000 

•• 

200.00 

90 

.. 

18.00 

18 

3- 60 

48 

.  . 

9.60 

28 

16 

5.76 

12 

16 

2.65 

18 

3.60 

40 

8.00 

21 

4.20 

24 

4.80 

8,255 

12 

$1,61 1. 12 

“It  should  be  noted,”  he  continues,  “that  the  italic  of 
each  size  should  be  in  the  proportion  of  one  to  four  of  the 
roman,  if  the  extent  of  the  font  is  such  that  there  is  type 
to  set  more  than  four  sheets  at  a  time,  the  proportion 
should  be  one  to  six.  The  type  in  a  sheet  weighs  from 
100  to  120  pounds  according  to  the  format. 

“The  cost  of  a  printing  office  with  two  presses  is  thus 
seen  to  be  8,255  livres,  12  sous.  To  this  should  be  added 
about  400  livres  for  the  cost  of  transportation,  installation, 
for  payments  to  the  locksmith  and  carpenter,  and  to  cover 
the  cost  of  several  articles  which  I  may  have  calculated 
too  low.  This  will  bring  the  total  disbursements  to 
between  8,600  and  8,700  livres  [between  $1,720  and 

$I,74°].” 

*There  are  many  typographical  errors  in  the  Boulard  volume.  This  word  for  example 
appears  as  sceau ,  meaning  seal.  It  is  obviously  a  misprint,  however,  for  seau  meaning  pail, 
which  is  needed  in  connection  with  the  wetting  troughs.  The  frames  for  the  cases,  listed  earlier 
on  the  schedule,  are  printed  as  traiteaux,  which  makes  no  sense.  Interpreting  the  word  as  a 
misprint  for  treteaux,  however,  gives  us  the  intended  meaning.  Apparently  Boulard  should 
have  allowed  some  additional  expense  for  proofreading.  The  tables  of  the  two  columns  in  this 
article  also  do  not  check  because  Boulard  was  in  error  in  the  addition  of  his  own  figures.  His 
total  should  read  8,055  livres,  12  sous. 


Boulard  next  points  out  that  there  are  many  items  of 
original  equipment  which  do  not  have  to  be  added  to  with 
the  growth  of  the  office  to  a  reasonable  extent.  Should 
the  number  of  presses  be  doubled  or  trebled,  the  increase 
by  one-third  of  the  type  in  Saint  Augustin  [14  point], 
Cicero  [12  point],  and  Petit-Texte  [10  point],  sizes  would 
constitute  the  only  needed  increment  to  equipment.  A 
further  expenditure  of  1,200  livres  [$240]  would,  therefore, 
provide  for  the  operation  of  four  or  five  and  even  six 
presses. 

With  the  expenditure  for  equipment  once  made,  there 
remains  only  the  cost  of  upkeep,  which  can  be  estimated 
at  one-sixth  of  the  investment.  This  provision  will  suffice 
even  in  years  when  the  type  must  be  entirely  replaced, 
which  is  necessary  only  at  long  intervals.  In  other  years, 
the  depreciation  will  not  exceed  one-twelfth  of  the 
investment,  if  proper  care  is  taken  of  the  equipment. 

Chapter  X  deals  with  the  cost  of  operation  and  is 
entitled  “Expense  of  operating  two  presses  for  three 
months.”  In  translation,  the  text  reads  as  follows: 

“It  is  certain  that  the  printer  who  can  meet  expenses 
for  three  months,  can  continue  indefinitely.  During  this 
period  he  will  have  established  his  credit,  and  the  returns 
on  which  he  can  properly  count  together  with  the  profits 
which  he  should  make,  will  provide  him  with  capital 
sufficient  for  all  the  contingencies. 

“I  assume,  if  he  publishes  any  books  for  his  own  ac¬ 
count,  he  will  have  discretion  enough  to  undertake  only 
such  as  have  excellent  prospects  of  success.  On  this 
assumption,  I  make  my  calculation. 

“Two  employes,  working  industriously  on  one  press, 
will  turn  out  daily  three  thousand  impressions,  which 
gives  fifteen  hundred  backed-up  sheets. 

“To  keep  these  two  presses  going  with  composition  in 
Cicero  [12  point]  leaded,  five  compositors  will  be  required. 


I  specify  Cicero  because  with  a  smaller  type  more  com¬ 
positors  would  be  needed,  and  if  a  larger  type  fewer. 

“I  recapitulate  as  follows: 

Livres  Dollars 


Composition  of  two  sheets  (16  octavo  pages),  at  14  livres  ...  28  $5.60 

Presswork,  6,000  impressions,  3,000  impressions  per  sheet,  at 

4  livres  per  thousand  impressions .  24  4.80 

Six  reams  of  paper,  three  reams  per  sheet,  at  12  livres  per  ream  72  14.40 

Total  expenses  per  day .  124  $24.80 


“After  allowing  for  holidays  and  Sundays,  I  figure  a 
month  of  twenty-four  working  days.  Multiplying  124 
livres  by  twenty-four  gives  for  the  month  the  sum  of 
2,976  livres.  Tripling  this  sum,  I  have  as  the  total 
expense  for  three  months,  8,928  livres. 

Livres  Dollars 


As  above  .  8,928  $1,785.60 

It  is  necessary  to  be  exact  to  add  to  the  above  the  salary  of  a  super¬ 
intendent  at  200  livres  per  month  .  600  120.00 

For  materials,  i.  e.,  wood  [firewood],  candles,  skins  for  balls  [ink 

balls],  ink,  etc .  120  24.00 

Rent  for  three  months,  at  400  livres  per  annum .  100  20.00 

Total  expense  for  three  months  .  9,74-8  $1,949.60 


“As  is  apparent,  I  make  my  hypothetical  conditions  as 
unfavorable  as  possible.  I  further  assume:  (i)  That  not  a 
single  piece  of  job  printing  has  been  turned  out.  (2)  That 
there  has  not  been  a  penny  of  return  on  any  of  the  work 
done  during  the  three  months.  (3)  My  figures  are  based 
on  winter  operation  when  the  expense  for  wood  and 
candles  is  considerable.  (4)  I  do  not  figure  on  the  work 
the  superintendent  should  himself  perform.  (5)  Finally, 
I  make  no  mention  of  the  apprentices  who,  even  if  they 
were  taken  on  without  any  knowledge  of  the  trade,  would 
have  acquired  in  this  period  sufficient  skill  to  be  of  at 
least  some  help. 

“Let  us  now  consider  the  amount  of  work  produced  at 
this  expense.  I  have  stated  that  the  workers  should 
produce  two  sheets  a  day  and  having  assumed  the  month 
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to  have  twenty-four  working  days,  I  have  thus  forty-eight 
sheets  per  month,  and  144  sheets  in  three  months.  At 
twenty-nine  sheets  per  volume,  I  would  have  five  octavo 
volumes  of  464  pages  each;  in  all,  7,500  volumes,  1,500 
copies  of  each  volume. 

“A  book  of  these  proportions  sells  usually  at  from  4 
livres  10  sous  to  5  livres  [90  cents  to  $1.00].  I  will  figure 
on  only  4  livres  [80  cents]  per  volume,  and  derive  the 
value  of  7,500  volumes  at  this  price  to  be  30,000  livres 
[$6, 000.00]. 

“This  computation,  as  is  clearly  evident,  is  not  exag¬ 
gerated.  But  there  are  several  factors  to  be  taken  into 
consideration. 

“1 .  We  cannot  count  mathematically  on  7,500  volumes. 
To  assure  full  count,  it  is  necessary  to  provide  a  quire  of 
over-sheets  per  ream.  This  is  an  expense. 

“2.  All  the  copies  of  a  book  are  not  sold  on  the  pre¬ 
mises.  The  costs  of  retailing  must  therefore  be  taken  into 
account. 

“3.  It  is  necessary  to  deduct  for  the  expense  of  binding, 
shipping,  etc. 

“4.  The  sale  of  all  the  copies  cannot  be  hoped  for. 
Though  this  is  possible,  we  must  estimate  conservatively, 
and  count  on  the  sale  of  but  half  of  them. 

“5.  Finally,  we  must  figure  on  the  cost  of  the  manu¬ 
scripts,  which  would  be  valued  at  least  at  300  livres 
[$60.00]  per  volume,  thus  occasioning  an  expense  of  1,500 


livres  [$300.00].” 

Livres  Dollars 

In  counting  on  the  sale  of  half  the  edition  only,  the  returns  on  this 

part  amount  to .  15,000  $3,000.00 

The  remaining  part,  comprising  432  reams  of  paper,  can  be  sold  at 

4  livres  per  ream .  1,728  345*6° 

16,728  $3,345*6° 

From  which  it  is  necessary  to  deduct  for  the  expense  of  manufacture  9,748  1 ,949.6c 

Also  for  the  cost  of  the  manuscripts,  in  accordance  with  my 

assumption .  1,500  300.0c 

Total .  11,248  $2,249.60 

There  remains  as  profit  on  the  five  volumes .  5,480  $1,096.00 
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Making  rejoinder  to  arguments  that  the  sale  might  not 
be  so  great  as  assumed,  and  that  the  whole  enterprise 
might  be  considered  an  imprudent  one,  Boulard  calls 
attention  to  the  prospective  profit  at  the  end  of  three 
months,  equal  to  more  than  half  the  expense  of  originally 
equipping  the  printing  office. 

The  author  adds,  in  candor,  that  he  has  proceeded 
upon  the  following  assumptions:  “(i)  That  the  employees 
work  every  day  of  the  month,  a  matter  of  some  difficulty. 
(2)  That  there  be  a  constant  supply  of  work,  and  that  no 
costly  accident  occur.  (3)  That  I  have  not  provided  for 
the  depreciation  in  equipment  to  the  extent  of  one-sixth 
of  the  purchase  price,  this  item  amounting  to  1,250  livres 
[$>250]  because  there  is  already  allowed  120  livres  [$24]  for 
materials. 

“There  follows  from  what  I  have  said,”  concludes 
Boulard,  “that  a  prudent  man,  to  establish  a  printing 
office  such  as  I  have  described,  should  have  at  his  com¬ 
mand  the  sum  of  18,000  to  20,000  livres  [$3,600  to  $4,000]; 
and  that  with  6,000  livres  [$1,200]  additional,  he  can 
double  his  production,  without  taking  risks  other  than 
those  I  have  pointed  out.” 

It  appears  to  me,  that  for  his  day  and  generation, 
Boulard  was  an  efficient  printing  cost  accountant.  The 
computation  outlined  above  certainly  seems  a  logical  and 
fairly  complete  analysis  of  the  expense  involved  in 
producing  printing  during  the  latter  years  of  the  eight¬ 
eenth  century.  Would  we  could  produce  it  today  at  as 
economical  a  cost! 
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